IX

Autumn

IT was autumn. The summer seemed a hundred years away. Winter
loomed ahead. Rain poured down for days on end, steadily, remorselessly,
sweeping the yellow leaves off the thinning trees and driving them in
drenched mounds into the swollen gutters. The sky was opaque grey and

looked close enough to touch* People shuffled by in ugly mackintoshes
with steaming wet umbrellas. There was a dank smell indoors as well as
out, and no escape from the dripping dripping rain. It was the kind of
weather that made housewives fractious over their kerosene stoves, children
fretful and lovers quarrelsome.
There was tension in the group of flats on the landing* Madame Borodina
uras BOW gravdy 3L Boris was in China. They could not hope to get him
back in time. Petia only kft her bedside to go to work, refcirakg to &is
post beside her as socai as he got back. His usual boisterousness had deserted
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